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In loving memory of Tony Dougal-Biggs (1929-2021)


Miss you, Dad.









Dear Reader,


I’ve been thrilled to receive many wonderful messages telling me how much you enjoyed getting to know Beth, Nora and Milly in The Post Office Girls and how impatient you were to find out what happened next. Thank you so much for all your lovely feedback – and I’m so excited that the next instalment is finally here! A Post Office Christmas is told through Milly’s eyes and has been a joy to write – I love the festive season and it has been great fun seeing the world from feisty, passionate Milly’s point of view as she struggles to work out who she is in an ever-changing world and as her friendship with Nora and Beth (who Milly knows as Liza) comes under pressure. 


As ever I’ve tried my best to stay true to the spirit – if not to every detail – of the age. There really was a royal visit to the Army Post Office’s Home Depot just before Christmas one year; I’ve seen a couple of different dates suggested for this (and, in reality, it was probably a year or two after 1915) but, as in the book, it seems the Royal visit was planned to boost morale during the the hectic Christmas rush. And it really was a rush – at busy times, well over a million parcels were being sorted at the Home Depot every week! It’s been fascinating to learn more about the Suffragette movement; I previously had no idea of the extent of their bombing campaign – targeting everything from the Bank of England to St Paul’s Cathedral, from theatres to football clubs, from post-boxes to railway stations. And I’d never even heard of the separation allowance – a proportion of a soldier’s pay, augmented by the government while he was on active service, to make sure dependents were not left destitute – let alone the fact that it could be taken away from women who ‘behaved badly’. No wonder Milly was outraged! 


I really hope you enjoy the story and thank you again for all your support. 


Love, Poppy xx









I felt like giving the game up,


But my conscience murmured then:


‘Remember that you are carrying on


In the place of the brave A MEN!’


Temporary Sorter, Home Depot, WW1
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Sunday 31st October, 1915


I don’t need a sweetheart.


Milly repeated the five words over and over to herself as the train puffed its way back to King’s Cross.


I don’t need a sweetheart.


I don’t need a sweetheart.


I don’t need a sweetheart.


Wasn’t it interesting, she reflected, how if she put the emphasis on different words, the meaning changed? But it was always true.


She, eighteen-year-old Milly Woods, from Bow, East London, absolutely, definitely – and whatever other fancy words her friends Nora and Liza might care to throw at the matter – didn’t need a sweetheart.


Not now. Not ever.


Women were fine on their own, weren’t they? They were proving that by doing all the jobs their menfolk used to do, before the men went off to war. Women were doing things that no one had dreamed possible even a year ago – just look at her own family! There was nothing women couldn’t do and at some point – hopefully sooner rather than later – they were darned well going to get the vote as they deserved.


So, no, Milly didn’t need a man. And she didn’t want a man, for that matter. After what Pa had done to Ma, after what Maggie’s husband had done to her – well, you couldn’t trust any of them, could you? It was just better – easier – to stay away from the lot of them.


But last night had threatened to change all that. Liza, her best friend from the Home Depot, had invited Milly and their other best friend, Nora, up to her home in Hertfordshire for the annual Woodhampstead Fundraising Ball – and a very jolly occasion it had been too. James, another friend from the Home Depot, had been there too and – oh! – the way he had looked at Liza as he’d twirled her around the dance floor. Everyone at work knew that Liza and James had been getting closer and closer over the past few months, but last night it had been obvious the two were mad for each other; Liza was a sensible, no-nonsense girl and not given to wild displays of emotion, but anyone could see that she was positively glowing. And then Liza’s brother, Ned, had asked Nora to dance – and even though Nora, for all her mansions and grand relatives and fancy ways, was a liability on the dance floor, Ned hadn’t been able to tear his gaze away from her.


Part of Milly longed to be looked at like that. To be held and twirled and admired. To be handled as though she was a piece of that delicate china that was sold up the Roman, and that Ma always scoffed at because it wouldn’t last five minutes at home.


To be desired.


To be loved.


There. She’d admitted it – if only to herself.


But she couldn’t afford to think like that – even if men said they loved you and made you pretty promises, it didn’t last. Men hurt you. They betrayed you. They let you down. She was much better off on her own.


Thoughts like this got Milly all the way to King’s Cross, onto the Tube and accompanied her on her short walk home.


‘Clear today,’ came a voice, as Milly reached the front gate.


It was Ruth, their next-door neighbour, appearing in her doorway. Ruth was always appearing in her doorway – the more so since her husband had gone to France. Today she was nodding sagely up at the blue autumnal skies, and Milly knew exactly what she meant. Without cloud cover, there was unlikely to be a Zeppelin attack that night. Even though everyone was putting on a brave face, they’d all been on tenterhooks since the last silent, deadly attack barely two weeks ago and everyone was in desperate need of a good night’s sleep.


‘Thank goodness for that,’ said Milly fervently, opening the gate and gently pushing away their tail-less mouser, Cat, with her foot. She was exhausted after the late night and not in the mood for small talk.


Milly walked up the black-and-red flagstone path to the front door, put her key in the lock and swung open the front door.


The house was so tiny.


At least, it was compared to Liza’s. Oh, Liza wasn’t rich – not by any means; her family were shopkeepers and ran Woodhampstead’s general provision store. And Liza’s house was hardly palatial – it was nothing compared to Nora’s huge white house next to the Regent’s Park – and it didn’t even have running water, for goodness’ sake! But it was very spacious – Liza actually had her own bedroom – and it all smelt deliciously of ham and tea and butter from the adjoining shop, and her clean, wholesome village was so different to Milly’s crowded, dirty London neighbourhood with its starving animals and filthy tenements. Her road, at least, was clean and respectable, but go a couple of hundred yards in any direction and it was a very different story. Milly knew they were all one small step away from penury and the workhouse …


Milly sighed as she stepped into the narrow passage. It was no different to the other houses in the street – she had nothing to grumble about – but it was all so cramped. On the left was the parlour door – or, at least, what would be the parlour if the room hadn’t been rented out to Gustav Wildermuth, with strict instructions on when he could use the scullery and the kitchen. Like many Germans, Mr Wildermuth’s bakery and lodgings had been targeted after the recent wave of Zeppelin bombings. Milly knew Liza had been shocked when she’d discovered Milly had a German living in her home – such a thing would apparently never be allowed to happen in her little corner of Hertfordshire – but around here, it wasn’t especially unusual. As Ma said, Mr Wildermuth paid his rent on time and a German man’s shillings went as far as the next man’s. Besides, he had moved to London fifteen years ago when he was twelve – longer than Milly’s brother, Charlie, had been alive – so he wasn’t really German any more.


Milly carried on down the passage and pushed open the door to the kitchen – the heart of the home – with its oilskin-covered table, its ancient sagging sofa and huge blackened range dominating the space. Today, though, the heart of the home was empty. They would probably all be at Victoria Park, letting Charlie sail his new toy boat on the lake. Milly took off her hat and coat with a sigh, flinging them onto the nearest chair. She should really make the most of having the house to herself – it so rarely happened. She should make herself a cup of tea and lay all her sewing things out on the table without anyone having a grumble at her, and finally get around to changing the buttons on that white blouse that Nora had given her. Instead, she lay back on the sofa with another sigh and shut her eyes …


‘Hello, sleepyhead!’


Milly woke abruptly with a little snort. Goodness, how long had she been asleep?


It was fourteen-year-old Caroline who had greeted her and who was now good-naturedly kicking her outstretched foot. Milly kicked back at her with a grin. ‘Hello, yourself,’ she said, hauling herself up and rubbing her eyes.


And here was Ma, bustling in and waving Milly’s legs off the sofa at the same time as she bent down to kiss her cheek. ‘Good night?’ she asked, moving away without waiting for an answer and, in a couple of deft movements, lighting the oil lamps against the gathering gloom and swinging the kettle onto the range.


‘Did they have horses?’ demanded Caroline. ‘And dogs? They must have had dogs.’


‘She’s probably too grand to speak to us now,’ said sixteen-year-old Alice with characteristic grumpiness as she swept past Milly.


‘Oh, hush, Alice.’ Milly’s older sister, Maggie, was jiggling her grizzly toddler and gave Milly a warm smile. ‘Did you dance with anyone nice?’


Milly’s twelve-year-old brother, Charlie, totally ignored her. ‘I’m hungry,’ he announced to no one in particular.


It was only then that Milly saw the bulging bags. Ma had brought home fish and chips! Such a rare treat. Only now did Milly register the salty tang that had followed her family through the kitchen door. Throwing a cushion to one side, she scrambled to her feet and hurried to set the table. There were even pickled eggs!


Ten minutes later, tucking into their hoard, washing it down with hot sweet tea and listening to the animated chatter, Milly looked around at her family with affection. They may not be the richest. They may not even be vaguely well-to-do. But they were hers.


When Pa had died and left them with nothing – well, nothing but memories that were more bitter than sweet, and a whole host of empty bottles – there had been many who’d whispered that it was only a matter of time before his family was scattered between workhouses. But look at them now! Milly had left her hated live-in position as a maid-of-all-work in Hackney, and now had a coveted job at the Army Post Office’s Home Depot on the Regent’s Park. That alone had shut the naysayers up: plain old Milly Woods, the slightly wayward daughter of John Woods, landing herself such a plum posting. And it hadn’t stopped there. Alice had landed herself an equally well-paid job at one of the new munitions factories further east, and then Ma – Ma! – had amazed everyone by taking a job there as well. Pa had never let Ma take any sort of job – and that might have been all right had he not drunk away much of the money he’d earned as a docker – but he’d barely been cold in his grave before Ma had completed her first shift. You had to seize these opportunities when you could, she said. You had to think on your feet and stay one step ahead of poverty. Two Canaries in the family was nothing to be sniffed at, and, if both were in danger of getting the tell-tale yellow tinge to their skin, it was worth it for money they brought home. Even Maggie – who’d never much liked reading and writing – was earning a pound a week at the toy factory set up at the start of the war by the East London Federation of the Suffragettes, and which even provided a nursery to care for her toddler son, Arthur. Poor Maggie – her husband had upped and offed just after Pa died and she still lived in the rooms she’d shared with him, her reputation in tatters. So, the Woodses were hardly wealthy, but neither were they living hand to mouth and there was enough left over for treats like tonight’s fish and chips.


Ma clapped her hands together, cutting across Milly’s thoughts. ‘Right, everyone,’ she said. ‘It’s Hallowe’en and time to have some fun!’


When Pa had been alive, there had been no marking All Hallows’ Eve – and woe betide anyone who tried. But Ma’s family were Irish and she loved all the old traditions. And so, as soon as the fish supper was cleared away, out came the jack-o’-lantern that Charlie had carved from a huge turnip the day before and the candle was lit with much merriment and high spirits.


And then it was time for the games.


They started with apple bobbing, kneeling on chairs around the table and trying to remove apples floating in a large tub of water with only their teeth. Everyone took a different approach; Milly and her siblings might all have had the trademark Woods dark hair but they were so different in temperament it was a wonder they had the same parents. Alice went first and, with a characteristic frown, approached the challenge quietly and methodically, pushing the chosen apple over to the side of the tub to get some purchase and remaining virtually dry throughout. Milly went second; she used much the same technique but was quicker and less considered in her approach, and her unruly curls already escaping from her topknot got decidedly wet. Caroline spent quite a lot of time shrieking and tossing her hair about before cheerfully plunging her whole face into the water without apparent strategy, and emerging empty-mouthed. Charlie brought the war into it – of course he did – by declaring that he was going to ‘defeat the Hun’ and then produced a veritable tidal wave that soaked the floor, before running around the kitchen, arms stretched out, in imitation of an aeroplane. Maggie said that she didn’t want to get water in her eyes – it would sting something dreadful – and anyway, Arthur was grizzling and she couldn’t put him down, and then Ma tutted and took Arthur, and said that you got out of life what you put into it and Maggie should have a go. So, Maggie made a pathetic attempt and emerged saying she’d known she couldn’t do it, and she didn’t know why she’d tried. And then Ma – lovely Ma, the brown paper, glue and string of the family – patted her daughter on the arm and said Maggie was far too young to lose all her confidence in herself just because he had upped and offed and left her, and then Ma leaned over and plucked an apple from the water as effortlessly as if she was picking it up with her hands.


‘One more game,’ said Ma, as she lugged the tub of water through to the scullery. ‘I don’t think we played “blindfolds” last year, but let’s give it a try.’


She returned to the kitchen and put half a dozen saucers onto the table. Milly and her siblings watched, intrigued, as Ma carefully placed an item on each – her wedding ring and rosary beads, a penny, a dried bean, some water and some soil from under the hedge bordering the front garden.


‘What are these for?’ asked Milly, intrigued.


‘A prediction for the year ahead,’ said Ma. ‘We take it in turns to be blindfolded, then we “choose” a saucer and whatever it contains gives us a clue as to what will happen next year.’


‘What do they all mean?’ asked Caroline, with a little twirl of delight.


‘Well, the ring means you will find true love soon,’ said Ma, tapping the first saucer. ‘Water means you will emigrate; rosary beads that you will take holy orders. The coin means you will be rich; the bean that you will be poor.’


‘What about the mud, Ma?’ asked Charlie.


Ma paused. ‘The clay means you might be poorly,’ she said. ‘But it’s all just a bit of fun; no need to take it too seriously.’


Ha! The clay clearly meant you would die, thought Milly. But who cared? Nobody believed this sort of thing. Not nowadays, anyway. It was, as Ma had said, a bit of fun from her own childhood to cheer up a cold autumn Sunday evening before they all went back to work or school.


Charlie went first. The scarf tied around his eyes, he was spun around three times and positioned in front of the table. Reaching out, he touched the saucer containing the water.


‘Ooh, you’re going to travel, Charlie-boy,’ said Maggie, ruffling his hair as she untied the blindfold.


‘Hurrah!’ shouted Charlie. ‘Maybe I’ll be able to join the war.’


‘Over my dead body,’ muttered Ma. And then, a little louder, ‘The only place you’re going to travel to any time soon is up to bed to get your beauty sleep.’


Caroline went next and chose the rosary beads. Everyone erupted into laughter. There was no one less likely to become a nun than Caroline; she would far rather roam the streets tending injured animals than go to church.


Maggie chose the coin. ‘Ooh, you’re going to be rich, Maggie,’ said Milly, rubbing her older sister’s arm.


Maggie gave Milly a sardonic glance. ‘Fat chance of that,’ she said, and she suddenly looked close to tears. ‘How, pray, can an abandoned wife with a baby son get rich? I can’t get married again whilst I’m still bleeding married. I’m stuck! Why, only yesterday, Ruth next door reminded me that until we know where Leo is, I’m doomed to be an old maid – even though I’m still married—’


‘My turn,’ interrupted Alice impatiently, pushing the others aside and tying the scarf over her eyes. Caroline and Charlie spun her around – once, twice, three times – and then she reached out, her finger jabbing the clay. She pulled the blindfold off, her face like thunder.


‘Oh, rotten luck, Alice,’ said Maggie. ‘Anyway, we all know it’s not true. As if Caroline’s going to be a nun!’


‘It’s a horrid game,’ said Alice, stamping her foot. ‘Why is it funny to say I’ll get poorly?’


‘It’s meant to be that you’ll die,’ said Milly. She couldn’t help it. ‘Ma was just being kind.’


Alice gave Milly a look, made a loud huffing sound and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.


‘Milly!’ said Ma, shaking her head in exasperation before leaving the room in pursuit of Alice.


Milly sighed. Alice always overreacted like that and there would be hell to pay in their shared bed that night. She’d have to fight for her share of the eiderdown …


‘Your turn, Milly,’ said Maggie, holding out the scarf.


Milly smiled at her gratefully. Even though Ma and Alice had gone, Maggie always wanted to see fair play. Milly tied the scarf around her eyes, let her younger siblings spin her around and reached out. The cold, sharp rim of a saucer and inside … a ring.


Now Milly knew the game really was nonsense. As long as she had her family, she really didn’t need anything else. Let Liza keep her fancy middle-class trappings; let Nora keep her mansion. She had all she needed.


And she most definitely didn’t need a man!
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‘Oh, Lordy! That stink!’


Milly had intended a more conventional greeting as she arrived at work the next morning – but the stench assaulting her nostrils couldn’t be ignored. It had been a couple of weeks since the terrible fire in the new extension had destroyed hundreds of sacks, but the ghastly smell showed no sign of abating. The parcels in the sacks had contained everything from meat to clothes to cocaine, and the combination almost made Milly gag.


Nora and Liza were sitting together in the returned letters office, their blonde heads bent over a copy of The Day.


‘Morning,’ said Liza, looking up with a smile. ‘It’s a ghastly smell, isn’t it? And all that hammering and sawing is giving me a dreadful headache. It’s so noisy you can’t even hear the lions!’


Milly smiled as she hung up her hat and coat. The Home Depot had been hastily erected only a stone’s throw from London Zoo, and the working day was often punctuated by the lions demanding their next meal.


‘Hopefully the ash will be better today,’ added Nora. ‘The usual sack dust is bad enough, but Mummy asked why I’d gone quite grey last week and if it was the stress of the work! But the smell is definitely the worst. Maybe I should bring in a couple of pegs tomorrow – if I can wrestle some off Ada.’


‘Ada?’ asked Milly idly, sitting down at her own desk.


‘New daily,’ said Nora. ‘Let’s hope she lasts longer than the last one. Mummy is going round the twist.’


Liza grinned, swinging her plait over her shoulder. ‘Well, I hate to tell “Mummy”, but I think Ada will scarper once she’s worked out she can earn a lot more working here.’


Nora made a face. ‘You’re probably right,’ she said. ‘Maybe I should do a good deed and tell her. Goodness knows we’ll need all hands on deck in the run-up to Christmas, although Mummy would have my guts for garters if I encouraged Ada to leave.’


The three girls laughed easily together, and Milly – for about the thousandth time – thought how strange the world had become. Liza and Nora were the best friends she had ever had, but she would never have had an opportunity to make friends with either of them before the war. On the contrary; if Milly had met Nora before the war, she would have been curtseying and yes-missing and minding her Ps and Qs. And, yet, here she was, talking to both girls as an equal – doing exactly the same job as Nora, for goodness’ sake (although Liza had already been promoted and was working as a supervisor in the broken parcels department). Who knew how long this strange state of affairs would last, and what would happen when the war was finally over?


Anyway, never mind about that at the moment.


‘What about the weekend?’ Milly exclaimed. ‘The dance!’


To her amusement, both Nora and Liza flushed crimson.


‘Wasn’t it pleasant?’ mumbled Nora.


‘Pleasant?’ demanded Milly. ‘Pleasant! You spent all evening being twirled around the floor by Liza’s brother – her very dashing brother, might I add? – and you call it “pleasant”? For shame!’


Nora giggled and the blush showed no sign of abating. ‘He is very dashing, isn’t he?’ she said.


‘I’ve never seen him quite in that way,’ said Liza, her expression deadpan. ‘But I can attest that he is the most marvellous person alive. And he certainly seems to have taken a shine to you, Nora! It’s just so awful that he’s going back to France tomorrow and goodness only knows when he’ll be back again.’


‘He’s asked me to write to him,’ said Nora, her blush deepening.


‘How marvellous!’ Milly clapped her hands together delightedly. ‘Yet another reason to make sure that the post runs smoothly. And, as for you, Liza Healey. At one point, I thought James Blackford was going to kiss you right in the middle of the dance floor.’


It was Liza’s turn to flush bright pink. ‘I can assure you that we did not,’ she said mock-primly. ‘But he has asked me to step out with him!’


The loud squeals that ensued were cut short as the door swung open and their supervisor swept into the office.


Liza glanced at the clock on the wall and got to her feet. ‘Nearly nine o’clock,’ she said. ‘I’d better report for duty. Men to trenches; women to benches.’ And she was gone.


‘At least the fire means there’s less post to process,’ said Milly, as the girls settled down to work.


It had been meant as a joke. It was what she was known for: bringing a bit of fun into the rough and ready days, and cheering everyone up. Like the time she had introduced the ‘Alphabet Packing Game’ – the loser buying everyone else jammy buns from the canteen at break time. That had got them all giggling.


But Nora didn’t laugh. She didn’t even smile.


‘Don’t even joke about it,’ she said.


Milly was surprised. It hadn’t been the funniest joke, but it was unlike the usually easy-going Nora to be quite so po-faced. Of course, her uncle, Major Benham, was in charge of the whole depot, but Nora had always been one of the girls – one of the gang.


‘Come on, grumpy,’ said Milly, feeling hurt. ‘Why shouldn’t I make a joke about it? It was an accident, for goodness’ sake, and it ain’t as if anyone got hurt. Oh, I know James hit his head, but it’s not as though anyone died.’


Liza and James had been the only two in the warehouse when the fire had started. There had been no suggestion of foul play and the official story was that matches in one of the parcels had ignited and started the blaze. It had happened elsewhere and would continue to happen until they stopped matches being sent through the post. Anyway, Liza and James had attempted to extinguish the fire, but a stack of burning sacks had fallen onto James and he’d been knocked out. By all accounts, Liza had been very brave and, disregarding her own safety, had dragged James to safety but, in the meantime, the fire had taken hold. Thank goodness the warehouse hadn’t been full. Imagine if it had been a few weeks later in the run-up to Christmas.


Nora glanced at their supervisor and then turned back to Milly. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just Liza told me earlier there’s going to be an investigation into the fire and that, in the meantime, James has been suspended. It really isn’t a laughing matter.’


‘Oh.’ Milly sighed. That put quite a different slant on proceedings. ‘Then I’m sorry for being flippant. Why have they suspended him?’


‘They suspect him of smoking in there.’


To be fair, Milly had wondered much the same. It wouldn’t have been the first time James had had a secret – and illicit – ciggie in the extension. Loads of people had done it. She had done it. And goodness knew that James had had a lot on his mind, losing both his father and his brother in quick succession.


‘That’s terrible,’ said Milly. ‘I wonder if it’s true.’


Nora just pursed her lips and gave a tiny shrug of her shoulders, and Milly suddenly wondered if she knew something Milly didn’t. After all, Nora and Liza did seem to be particularly close at the moment and, on more than one occasion, Milly had felt a little edged out. Only yesterday, for example, she had assumed Nora would be heading back to London on the same train as her when, at the last moment, Nora had announced she’d be staying an extra night. Milly hadn’t been invited to stay an extra night …


‘Sorry to be a grump,’ Nora was saying. ‘It’s not your fault. It’s just all so horrid for James and Liza and, on top of everything else, Ted Wilmington’s written a beastly article in The Day this morning.’


Keeping a beady eye on the supervisor, she passed Milly the paper, jabbing a finger at an article on an inside page. Milly read it surreptitiously. The Home Depot fire had, of course, featured prominently in the papers. ‘Fire in the Army Post Office’ and ‘Parcels for Our Boys Go Up in Smoke’, the headlines had screamed. But the story had been off the front pages by the next day and, since then, it had all but disappeared completely. But now, here it was again. An opinion piece by the paper’s editor, no less. Milly scanned it. The gist was that the ‘accident’ was most unfortunate, and the Home Depot couldn’t afford any more bad publicity without it permanently affecting public morale and the outcome of the war itself.


‘Ain’t that marvellous,’ said Milly, folding the paper and thrusting it back at Nora. ‘One mistake and no one can trust us anymore!’


‘He’s got a point, though,’ said Nora. ‘It might not have been arson or sabotage but, at the very least, it was carelessness with the nation’s post.’


‘I think Ted Wilmington just likes to have something to complain about,’ said Milly. ‘I don’t very often read The Day – I can imagine Ma’s face if I tried to bring it home – but Sylvia Pankhurst was having a right moan about him a few weeks ago. He wrote an article saying that the suffragettes should pipe down and go away until the war is over – and preferably forever! Right old hoo-ha there was at the meeting about that!’


‘Maybe he’s got a point there.’ Nora said this quietly, almost under her breath.


‘Less chatter, please, ladies,’ said their supervisor mildly, and both girls turned back to work.


No time for idle chit-chat.


Working in the returned letters department was less physically tiring than many of the roles at the Home Depot, but it was emotionally draining.


When a soldier died, any letters that had been addressed to him were returned to sender – but only after the official telegram from the War Office had been released. The Home Depot had to hold on to all returned letters until they had confirmation the telegram had been delivered, because who wanted to find out a loved one had been killed by your letter to them being returned marked ‘killed in action’? Plans were in hand to send all the returned letters directly to the War Office precisely to make sure mistakes didn’t happen but, in the meantime, it was down to the men, and particularly the women, of the Home Depot to keep things on track. Every day the War Office sent over a list of the telegrams that had been dispatched, and Milly and Nora checked off the returned letters before they allowed them to go on their way. Milly had already seen first-hand the misery that could be unleashed should they make a mistake, and had vowed that she would never again let her concentration falter – not even for a moment.


That day, there were only a couple of sacks of letters waiting to be sorted, but Milly knew that more – many more – would be added throughout the day. The Battle of Loos had resulted in horrendous casualties and, even though the fighting had finished, the injured were still succumbing to their injuries. Sighing, Milly reached for the first letter. It was addressed to Private Andrew Millar and sent from Stella Millar. Poor Stella, thought Milly, flicking through the list of telegrams. Did she already know that her husband, son or brother had been killed, or was she blissfully unaware that a young telegram boy or girl was about to knock on her door …?


‘Good morning, Miss Woods.’


Milly looked up. It was Miss Parker, supervisor of all the female employees at the Home Depot. As the number of women at the Army Post Office had grown, so too had Miss Parker’s role and importance but Milly had got to know her in the early days several months ago when she, Liza and Nora had been part of the ‘advance guard’. Miss Parker was a firm but fair supervisor, and Milly liked her enormously.


‘Good morning, Miss Parker,’ Milly replied.


‘Would you come with me, please?’ said Miss Parker.


‘Of course,’ said Milly, standing up and smoothing down her skirts.


Giving Nora a nervous glance, Milly followed Miss Parker down the corridor. Whatever could Miss Parker want with her? She’d only just been moved to the returned letters department, so she couldn’t be being moved again. And she hadn’t done anything wrong – well, not as far as she knew. She hadn’t cheeked the sergeant major, been late reporting for duty or lost another admission card – so it was unlikely she was to be reprimanded.


Milly trailed Miss Parker through the centre of the huge wooden building. There were literally hundreds of people working here now, but everyone seemed quiet and subdued. Really, the very worst thing about the fire had been the effect on everyone’s mood. Despite the best efforts of the humourless Sergeant Major Cunningham, who had been given an honorary army rank for the duration of the war and who ran the Home Depot with a rod of iron, it was usually a jolly place to work. There was always something going on with plenty of opportunity for japes – like the time she and Liza had wheeled Nora home across the Regent’s Park in a ‘borrowed’ wheeled basket after she had fallen and twisted her ankle. How they – and everyone else – had laughed. But today, you really couldn’t imagine anything like that happening at all.


Now, they were skirting the broken parcel department. There was Liza, a newly appointed supervisor, bending over a table and subjecting one of the repackaged parcels to the drop test whilst the young woman who had done the repackaging looked nervously on. Liza didn’t look up and Milly couldn’t help but feel relieved she hadn’t been spotted meekly following Miss Parker like a naughty schoolgirl. Liza was lovely, but she could be a bit of a goody two-shoes and she was a real stickler for the rules. This whole business with James would have hit her hard …


Milly followed Miss Parker into her office and sat down as directed in front of her desk.


‘Well, I won’t beat around the bush,’ said Miss Parker, resting her elbows on the desk and making a steeple of her hands. ‘We’d like to reassign you within the Home Depot with immediate effect.’


Oh.


That was very abrupt. Where was Miss Parker moving her to? The censoring department? The honour letter department? The parcels for prisoners of war department? There were more than a dozen possibilities, and all of them quite exciting.


Miss Parker was still talking. ‘I’d like you to move to the main sorting-room floor,’ she said. ‘I’ve arranged for someone to show you the ropes this afternoon together with a couple of other new recruits, and I’d like you to be at your new post tomorrow morning. We’re seriously understaffed on the main floor as it is and we’re expecting things to get ten times busier as Christmas looms. And now the Battle of Loos is over, we are – thankfully – expecting less pressure on the returned letters department …’


Milly’s thoughts were in turmoil. The main sorting-room floor? That couldn’t be right. She couldn’t have heard correctly.


Oh, it was never specifically acknowledged, but everyone knew the general sorters were the bottom rung of the ladder. There were hundreds upon hundreds of them, and they stood all day throwing letters into sacks slung from wooden frames and slotting letters into pigeon holes.


It wasn’t the skilled work she’d been doing ever since she’d joined the Home Depot. It wasn’t the same thing at all. She was being demoted!


With great effort, Milly concentrated on what Miss Parker was saying. ‘Despite pleas to the contrary, we are expecting the volume of letters and parcels to the various fronts to soar in the run-up to Christmas. I’m sure you will make yourself very useful to your new supervisor there.’


Milly didn’t reply. She just sat there, blinking at Miss Parker, overwhelmed by shock.


‘Why?’ she wanted to demand. ‘Why me?’ But she was too proud to ask, and too frightened of the answer.


‘Is Nora moving with me?’ was all she ventured.


‘No,’ said Miss Parker. ‘Miss Benham is staying put. It’s just you who’s moving and you’ll report to your new department after lunch. Dismissed.’


Milly stumbled from Miss Parker’s office in a daze. Instead of returning to her duties, she slipped outside. It was an overcast and drizzly day, and she stood under a plane tree on a small grassy knoll and lit a cigarette. She had stood under that same plane tree on her first day at the Home Depot, the day she had first met Nora and Liza. The tree had been in full leaf then, shielding the three girls from the blazing early summer sun. Today, it was a mere shadow of its former self, the few leaves remaining no match for the elements. How different things had been back then. How full of hope everything had seemed – the very air alive with the promise of new friendships and exciting escapades. Things had gone so swimmingly for the first few months. There had been ups and downs, of course, but her work in the returned letters department had felt important and worthwhile. She had thought she was doing well.


And, now, everything had changed. The plane tree had turned brown and orange, and its leaves were beginning to fall into a soggy mass on the ground. And it was cold; bitterly cold. Milly shivered as she took a deep drag from her cigarette. She didn’t even have her coat.


Why had she been demoted?


She couldn’t help wondering if Liza and Nora had reported her for accidentally returning Liza’s sister’s letter before the official telegram about her husband’s death had been dispatched. Milly had volunteered to own up but Liza and Nora had told her not to; the damage had already been contained and no one was going to tell tales. But maybe they hadn’t kept their word. Maybe they had gone behind her back, after all. Now she thought about it, on the night of the fire, they had virtually accused her of being up to no good after she’d lost two admission cards.


No. She was being silly.


Of course her very best friends wouldn’t do that to her!


It was time to go back inside. She really didn’t want to get in trouble for going AWOL. She also didn’t want to contemplate the other – and perhaps more likely – possible reason for her demotion. Maybe she’d been banished to the sorting floor because she was plain old Milly Woods from the East End of London. She wasn’t Nora Benham, niece of the major in charge of the Home Depot. She wasn’t even clever, dependable, middle-class Liza Healey, darling of Miss Parker.


She was just Milly Woods.


And maybe being Milly Woods just wasn’t enough.


Milly knew she was unlikely to warm to whoever was training her in her new role. But Miss Rich really was awful. While not exactly rude, she was brusque and impatient with them all, and Milly couldn’t help feeling there was something derogatory in her tone – a slight sneer perhaps – whenever she addressed Milly directly. Miss Rich must have known Milly had been transferred from another department unlike the other three nervous-looking girls, who were raw recruits. She must have known Milly had been demoted. Because she had. Milly had seen it in Liza and Nora’s eyes when she’d told them she was moving departments over jammy buns at breaktime. Oh, they had tried to hide their surprise and shock, had muttered about it being a nice change and much jollier than processing letters that had been sent to dead soldiers, but the truth hovered just below the surface. It was a public humiliation and everyone knew it. And now she had to sit and listen to Miss Rich, who had, no doubt, been at the Home Depot a darn sight less time than Milly.


She glanced round at the other three girls and suppressed a grin. Those hobble skirts wouldn’t last long here! There was no way they’d be able to brace for the heavier sacks on the uneven floors in those. And as for those funnel sleeves! They might be fashionable but they would get horribly in the way when sorting letters. Milly wagered both would have been altered before the week was out – if the girls even survived the initiation period, that was.


‘Do I have your attention, Miss Woods?’ asked Miss Rich, cutting across her thoughts.


Milly could feel herself blushing. ‘Yes, Miss,’ she mumbled.


The training was taking place in the same office Milly had received her initial induction in all those months ago. Then, the room had been almost unbearably hot and stuffy, but now it was distinctly chilly and Milly hugged her shawl tighter around her shoulders. Miss Rich was pointing things out on the blackboard with a long cane, and Milly was reminded of being at school. She’d better mind her Ps and Qs or she may well be on the receiving end of the cane’s biting sting.


‘Every morning, Whitehall tells us the latest positions of each battalion so each item can be dispatched to the right place,’ Miss Rich was saying. ‘It’s a huge, and obviously highly confidential, operation.’


Next to her, the other three recruits looked at each other with wide, shining eyes. This was important! Top secret! Milly stifled a yawn. Exciting and impressive it might be, but she had heard it all before.


‘Our job is to assemble bags of mail for every unit,’ Miss Rich continued. ‘We label them with a code to show which field post office they need to be forwarded to. Then the army lorries – you will have seen them outside – take the bags destined for the Western Front to the south coast to be loaded onto ships and sent to the three Army Postal Service depots in France. Does anyone know where they might be?’


‘Calais, Le Havre and Boulogne,’ Milly rattled off.


Everyone in the returned letters office knew that – it was where their sacks of mail originated from. But the other recruits turned to her, clearly impressed. As Miss Rich wrote the names of three ports on the blackboard, Milly began to relax. If nothing else, at least she could bask in being the resident expert.


‘How long does the mail take to get there?’ asked the recruit with spectacles.


‘It depends on where the unit is located,’ replied Miss Rich. ‘Usually a day or two for the Western Front. Sometimes as little as twelve hours …’


‘Twelve hours?’ The recruit shook her head in amazement. ‘Fancy!’


‘It’s really quick,’ said Milly, suddenly animated. ‘Plenty quick enough to send perishables. I worked in the broken parcels department and, believe you me, people send everything. One family sent a portion of their roast dinner! Tatties, greens … all of it. Of course, it leaked everywhere. The peas got everywhere! We was picking them off the floor for days!’


‘Thank you, Miss Woods,’ snapped Miss Rich over the laughter.


‘Sorry, Miss,’ said Milly, risking a surreptitious wink at the bespectacled girl. Maybe she’d be able to have some fun.


‘The transit time for other fronts depends on how far it has to travel, but it usually takes weeks,’ said Miss Rich. ‘A good deal is sent by sea, although there are now some military-mail rail routes through France and Italy to serve the new Mediterranean and Middle Eastern fronts.’


‘In other words, don’t go sending your Sunday roast to the Dardanelles,’ added Milly. ‘It’ll arrive covered in a nice blue mould.’


‘Miss Woods,’ exploded Miss Rich. ‘I don’t want to officially reprimand you for disrespect on your first shift, but I won’t hesitate to do so if you carry on like this. Let’s move on to how we sort the mail. It’s firstly sorted by theatre and then—’


‘Theatre?’ interrupted the third recruit, wrinkling a snub, freckled nose.


Milly laughed. She couldn’t help it. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The Theatre Royal, the Savoy, the Adelphi …’


Milly found herself in front of Miss Parker for the second time that day.


‘I know it’s difficult, Milly,’ said Miss Parker. ‘And I do know that Miss Rich can be a little … dry. But there is no excuse for disrupting her induction session.’


‘I were just trying to lighten the atmosphere,’ protested Milly. ‘And them new girls didn’t even know what a theatre of war was. I mean, as if it were the Savoy!’


Milly knew that Miss Parker had a good sense of humour and she looked for a twitch of amusement in her supervisor’s mouth. Miss Parker’s countenance, however, remained grave.


‘You were trying to be disruptive, Milly, and I’m disappointed in you,’ she said. ‘You could be a real asset to the sorting department, but you’ve made a very poor start. And if you’re hoping I’ll assign you elsewhere or keep you in the returned letters department, you’re out of luck. You’ve been reassigned to the sorting floor and I’m afraid that’s that. Now, please accept this as a warning and let that be the end of it. If I see you in here again, I’ll have no choice but to mark your file for misconduct. Understood?’


‘Yes, Miss Parker,’ said Milly, cheeks flaming. She hated disappointing Miss Parker. Miss Parker really was a bit of a heroine to Milly: she had managed to carve herself out a hugely responsible role in a man’s world; she was firm but fair; and she was invariably supportive to the women in her care. Milly wanted Miss Parker to respect her. To admire her, even.


She hated being rebuked by her.


‘Now, I’m going to ask Rita Briggs to informally take you through the rest of the training,’ Miss Parker was saying. ‘Rita has worked in the department for many months, and I trust you will listen attentively. And then, when training is complete, you can take up your place on the sorting-room floor with the other new recruits. Understood?’


‘Yes, Miss Parker.’


‘Dismissed.’


Milly had learned her lesson.


Much as she didn’t want to be reallocated to the sorting floor, she really didn’t want to be dismissed. Not like this.


So, she listened attentively while Rita explained that outgoing mail from the Home Depot was sorted first by military theatre – France, Balkans, Egypt – and then by military unit – artillery, infantry, cavalry – and after that by division and regiment. Milly had to concentrate hard to take it all in. Although she’d already worked at the Home Depot for several months, she had thus far had no need – no wish – to get to grips with how the British Army was structured. And it was complicated.


Worst of all, there seemed to be acronyms for everything. Given there were thousands of units operating in France and Belgium alone, that made for an awful lot of initials to get to grips with. Milly looked at the key-list she was given with something approaching panic: pages long, it was a veritable encyclopaedia! How on earth was she going to get on top of all that?


Rita – a much more sympathetic type than Miss Rich – was laughing.


‘Look at your expression, Milly,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll soon get to know the ones that relate to your road.’


‘Road?’ asked Milly with a mock grimace. ‘What on earth is a road?’


Rita grinned. ‘It just means a section,’ she said. ‘If you’re working on the G-road, you’re sorting mail for the Gloucestershire Regiment. Easy!’


‘So, nothing to do with a real road?’


‘Nothing at all,’ said Rita.


Milly sighed, suddenly feeling a lot more sympathy for the hapless recruit who’d asked about theatres earlier. Why on earth had she assumed that the sorting floor was the easy option?


‘Do you know how to address an envelope to someone in the army?’ asked Rita.


‘Of course,’ said Milly. Everyone knew that. ‘Name, rank and regiment.’


‘It’s actually a little more complicated than that,’ said Rita.


‘Of course it is,’ said Milly ruefully.


Rita unfolded a piece of paper and smoothed it on the table between them. ‘This is the sheet we return to sender if an envelope hasn’t got enough information on it,’ she said. ‘It’s surprising how often it happens.’


Milly pored over the piece of paper. Entitled ‘How Letters to Soldiers Should be Addressed’, it was densely typed with multiple steps. Letters or parcels needed to include the recipient’s rank followed by his initial and name; the number or letter of his squadron or company; the number and name of his regiment, battery or battalion; or the name of any special appointment he might hold. It also had to include which expeditionary force the soldier was serving with, or, if not serving with an expeditionary force, the country he was stationed in.


‘Clear?’ asked Rita.


‘Crystal,’ Milly replied woefully.


‘Let’s try a couple of examples,’ said Rita, putting a stack of envelopes on the table. ‘Take a look at this one. Why do you think it would be returned to sender?’


Milly stared at the buff-coloured envelope, waiting for inspiration to strike. The letter had a penny stamp in the top right-hand corner; it had a name and a rank – Private C. Travis; it had all sorts of unfathomable letters and numbers on it; and it was addressed to the British Expeditionary Force in France.


Surely that was enough?


Milly looked at Rita and shook her head. ‘I ain’t got a clue, I’m afraid,’ she said.


‘Well, it’s got a platoon, an infantry brigade and a division on it, but it hasn’t got a regiment,’ said Rita, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. She pulled out a little stamper and pressed it firmly onto the envelope. When she lifted it again, bright red letters proclaimed ‘Inappropriately addressed: name of regiment required’.


‘There you go,’ she said, ‘Easy.’


Milly made a face at the envelope. ‘Right,’ she said. It didn’t seem easy to her at all. In fact, now she came to think about it, she really didn’t know the difference between a brigade, a regiment, a platoon and a company. And what on earth was a battery?


‘Let’s go and get a cup of tea in the canteen,’ said Rita. ‘It doesn’t do to stare at these things for too long. And I suggest you take a copy of the key-list home and try to familiarise yourself with some of the abbreviations. I’m sure all will be clear in the morning.’


But as she looked down at the seemingly endless list in her hand, Milly wasn’t so sure.


She really wasn’t so sure at all.
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